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Introduction
The countries comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) are quite diverse in so 
many levels and this is evident in the fact that there are still huge gaps in statistics on disability in the 
region. Based on projections by the World Health Organization (WHO), about 15% of the world’s 
population has some form of disability. According to the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), there are about 690 million persons — or 1 in every 6 
persons — with disabilities living in Asia and the Pacific as of 2017. In its report at the High-Level 
Intergovernmental Meeting on the Midpoint Review of the Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with 
Disabilities, 2013-2022, held in Beijing, China, the figure is seen to increase as a result of population 
ageing, climate-related disasters, chronic health conditions, road traffic injuries, and poor working 
conditions, among others. Further aggravating the matter is disability prevalence in the region is only 
about 4.4%, which means that of the 690 million persons with disabilities reported by national 
governments, only 200 million are officially counted and registered.
According to estimates by ESCAP and the World Report on Disability by WHO and the World Bank in 
2011, there are at the very least around 16 million persons with disabilities in Southeast Asia. But if 
looked at from the perspective of a broader definition of disability, the figures could reach up to at least 
95 million. But the number could be higher once an updated and comprehensive census is conducted in 
the whole of ASEAN.
Due to its high socio-political and cultural diversity, ASEAN Member States have different levels of 
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approaches and capabilities in terms of bridging the gaps in disability, including attitudinal, 
environmental, economic, and basic rights of persons with disabilities. It is incorrect to say, though, that 
the region is not doing anything about improving the lives of persons with disabilities. In recent years, 
ASEAN countries have taken an active role in the creation and implementation of various regional, 
national, and local legal and policy frameworks in terms of advancing and protecting the rights of 
persons with diverse disabilities. Some of these nations’ major commitments include the ratification (of 
all 10 ASEAN Member States) of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD); ESCAP’s Incheon Strategy to ‘Make the Right Real’ of the Asian and Pacific Decade 
of Persons with Disabilities (2013-2022); and the Bali Declaration on the Enhancement of the Role and 
Participation of Persons with Disabilities in the ASEAN Community, to name a few. All 10 countries, too, 
have their respective national policies related to the promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities, 
which are further implemented on the local and community levels.
In the ASEAN level, this step towards inclusive development especially for persons with disabilities 
can be seen from the ASEAN Secretariat’s commitment as outlined in its ASEAN Community Vision 
2025, particularly the clear strategies outlined in the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) 
Blueprint 2025 that aims to reduce barriers and ensure accessibility of persons with disabilities along 
with the promotion and protection of their basic human rights. It is in this environment that the ‘2025 
ASEAN Enabling Master Plan: Mainstreaming the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’ was 
conceptualized and defined.
Background of 2025 ASEAN Enabling Master Plan
The 2025 ASEAN Enabling Master Plan is considered as a huge step that will benefit persons with 
disabilities in the region with a view towards developing a ‘people-centered community’. Its 76 key 
points are seen to help move people’s perception of disability rights from the ‘social welfare agenda’ 
towards a more active involvement and engagement of persons with disabilities in ASEAN’s political and 
economic domains.
In 2015, the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) convened the Task 
Force on the Mainstreaming of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in the ASEAN Community to 
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develop the Enabling Masterplan, with the Senior Officials Meeting on Social Welfare and Development 
(SOMSWD) as co-chair. Task Force members included AICHR members, SOMSWD focal points, and 
representatives of the ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women 
and Children (ACWC). Further consultations and dialogues were conducted with regional stakeholders, 
including ASEAN sectoral bodies, civil society organizations including disabled peoples’ organizations, 
and the United Nations experts, among others.
The ASEAN Enabling Master Plan was officially adopted by ASEAN heads of state and the ASEAN 
Secretariat in Singapore during the 33rd ASEAN Summit in November 2018, and was launched a month 
later in Bangkok, Thailand during the celebration of the International Day of Persons with Disabilities 
on December 3, 2018. According to its conveners, the 24-page document is not meant to supplant, but 
rather to complement, existing national policies and programs for persons with disabilities in the region.
The ASEAN Enabling Master Plan has been translated into various languages such as Indonesian, 
Burmese, Malay, Tagalog, Khmer, Lao, Thai, and Vietnamese.
Key Points
The ASEAN Enabling Master Plan outlines priority areas that are aligned with the ASEAN’s three 
main pillars, namely, the ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC) Blueprint 2025, ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) Blueprint 2025, and ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint 
2025.
One important point in implementation mentioned in the document is that the ASEAN Enabling 
Master Plan is meant to encourage its Member States “to create an enabling environment, including 
building capacity of both government mechanisms/implementers and duty bearers, to enhance 
understanding of human rights principles and their effective application”. This, in effect, is a call to 
action to governments to come up with specific and strategic programs and projects alongside existing 
policies on disabilities, and where accountability comes in the form of progress reports in regional and 
national conferences and meetings.
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The document also includes pointers on monitoring and evaluation, as well as capacity building and 
partnership for change. It recommends a Mid-Term Evaluation and an End-of-Term Evaluation from a 
period of 2018-2021 and 2021-2025, respectively. This is for all partners and stakeholders to be able to 
monitor progress, evaluate outcomes, and determine the impact of activities related to the Master Plan’s 
implementation. It urges the active participation of civil society organizations including disabled peoples’ 
organizations to ensure said projects’ successful and effective implementation.
Capacity-building activities and workshops are strongly encouraged especially on issues focusing on 
equal and equitable opportunities in terms of social and economic inclusion, such as employment, 
education, finances, health, entrepreneurship, inclusive judicial and political participation, among 
others. Inclusive and accessible information shall be distributed as widely as possible in various 
languages and accessible formats. Likewise, all governments are encouraged to hold regular policy 
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The 2025 ASEAN Enabling Master Plan is meant to spur its Member States into forming active and 
strategic collaboration in terms of creating close partnerships and mobilizing resources in giving voices 
to persons with disabilities. As an ef fective tool, these guidelines will help in fostering regional 
cooperation, act as a guide for having responsive and inclusive programs, and serve as a framework for 
advocacy workers towards the achievement of their goals in the disability field.
To get a clearer picture of the roles and responsibilities of this major ASEAN partnership, here is an 
outline of the partners’ expected duties according to the General Election Network for Disability Access.
Relevance to three ASEAN Community Blueprint 2025
The ASEAN Enabling Master Plan’s integration of the three ASEAN community pillars in its 76 key 
action points ensures that there is a comprehensive approach and instrument with which to guide 
Member States in their programs for persons with disabilities in their respective countries. As such, 
these guidelines will further enhance existing legal policies and frameworks in said countries. Below 
are overviews of the three pillars alongside a summary of its key action points, and its relevance for 
ASEAN Member States:
A. ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC) Blueprint 2025
The key action points for APSC highlight the importance of 1) a rules-based, people-oriented, people-
centered community; 2) a peaceful, secure, and stable region; 3) ASEAN centrality in a dynamic, and 
outward-looking region; and 4) strengthened ASEAN institutional capacity and presence. 
Among the numerous key points in the Master Plan that complement the APSC blueprint include the 
promotion and protection of the rights of persons with disabilities through meaningful participation in 
elections and access to justice, including legal assistance, as well as access to information in various 
forms. 
Likewise, the protection of vulnerable groups from terrorism, human trafficking, drug menace, and 
disaster risk reduction and resilience are also encouraged. Good practices promotion and innovation 
sharing that will boost opportunities for persons with disabilities are recommended.            
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B. ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) Blueprint 2025
The AEC stresses the need for ASEAN countries to have 1) a highly integrated and cohesive 
economy; 2) a competitive, innovative, and dynamic ASEAN; 3) an enhanced connectivity and sectoral 
cooperation; and 4) a resilient, inclusive, people-oriented and people-centered ASEAN. In order to 
achieve these, some of the key action points include, among others, the development of policies that 
encourage inclusive employment and business opportunities, equal opportunity economic environment, 
inclusive and accessible financial institutions and transactions, one-stop entrepreneur centers for 
persons with disabilities, enhanced consumer protection, ef ficient technology, and proper tax 
exemptions on assistive or adaptive devices.
It is also important for ASEAN to develop accessible transport systems, smart cities with inclusive 
infrastructures and technologies, ICT systems, thriving e-commerce, and strong food security and 
consumer protection schemes. Sustainable, accessible tourism is important as the number of tourists 
with disabilities is now increasing. Also, accessible and affordable universal healthcare needs to be 
improved and implemented.
C. ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint 2025
Under this pillar, the Enabling Master Plan looks at action points that 1) will engage and benefit 
people; 2) is inclusive; 3) sustainable; 4) resilient; and 5) dynamic. Under these action points are 
practical and concrete recommendations, such as promoting the rights of persons with diverse 
disabilities and improving access to social protection and economic opportunities leading to them 
leading independent and dignified lives. Through relevant capacity building activities, persons with 
disabilities will be able to “actively participate and be involved in decision-making processes” in various 
platforms.
Some important points include the need to harmonize regional and national labor policies and laws 
for persons with disabilities; creation of accessible and inclusive marketplaces and promotion of 
products made by persons with disabilities; universal access to quality education; universal design in 
built environments; and the alignment of national and local disaster management policies and programs, 




Generally speaking, ASEAN Member States have already begun the steps enumerated in the Master 
Plan. The mere fact that all 10 ASEAN countries have ratified the CRPD. The Incheon Strategy to Make 
the Right Real, an accompaniment to the Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities (2013-
2022) are testament to their willingness and commitment to recognize, promote and protect the rights 
of persons with disabilities in the region. 
The majority of ASEAN countries have already drafted and are implementing provisions in their 
respective Constitutions promoting the rights of persons with disabilities and prohibiting discrimination 
against them. Countries like Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Thailand and Vietnam have some disability-related laws. While there are still gaps in implementation, 
civil society organizations including disabled peoples’ organizations in local levels work closely with 
national disability agencies in implementing said laws.
As stipulated in the ASEAN Enabling Master Plan, ASEAN Member States are encouraged to further 
hone and improve their laws and policies on disability and there are positive signs that governments are 
heeding the call. For instance, the Royal Government of Cambodia, through its Disability Action 
Council, has officially launched the National Disability Strategic Plan (NDSP) 2019-2023, which extends 
the existing NDSP 2014-2018 to another five years. Included in the new Plan are stipulations for persons 
with print disabilities, which provides provisions for print-disabled people and persons with visual 
disabilities. This is in line with the ASEAN Enabling Master Plan’s provisions for access to inclusive 
information and education, as well as information and communication technologies.
Echoing the ASEAN Enabling Master Plan’s guidelines, advocates for the promotion and protection 
of the rights of persons with disabilities in Malaysia have put in place some advocacy strategies in the 
Malaysian Plan of Action for People with Disabilities 2016-2022, which is in line with the government’s 
Persons with Disability Policy and the 11th Malaysian Plan (RMK 11). In their official Facebook page, 
proponents called for the Ministry of Finance “to spearhead the development, implementation and 
monitoring of financial inclusions for persons with disabilities, and review and amend the Financial 
Services Act 2013”, as well as to ensure accessibility to automated trading machines (ATMs) and other 
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online banking platforms. 
Another positive development vis-à-vis the ASEAN Enabling Master Plan is Myanmar’s drafting of its 
National Strategy for Disabled in April 2019, to be completed by yearend. Government representatives 
said that they took into consideration guidelines from the Master Plan, as well as the Myanmar 
Sustainable Development Plan. Among the issues raised in the draft include strategies to guarantee easy 
access to priority sectors such as health, education, employment, social welfare, disaster assistance, and 
other emergency situations.
Brunei Darussalam, meanwhile, is also committed to promoting the rights of persons with disabilities 
through its Plan of Action under the Special Committee on the Elderly and Persons with Different 
Abilities, the National Council on Social Issues, which seeks to promote and develop the “well-being, 
welfare, and support system for persons with disabilities”.
Challenges
Despite concerted efforts by partners and stakeholders, the gaps and challenges continue in the 
region. In the Philippines’ case, for instance, the National Council on Disability Affairs (NCDA) laments 
that questions on disability were not included in the 2015 Philippine Census of Population, further 
aggravating the fact that the government lags behind in providing accurate data on persons with 
disabilities.
Singapore came under scrutiny when an article on Today showed the dismal employment rate of 
persons with disabilities. The article cited that only 6 out of 15 employed at the Singapore Association 
for the Deaf have disabilities, only 2 out of 15 board members at SG Enable are disabled, and there is 
not one person with disability out of 6 employees working at Guide Dogs Singapore.
One other challenge is the lack of a consistent and common approach to identifying and measuring 
disability according to a recent article by Reporting ASEAN. The article cited that Brunei and Lao PDR 
haven’t, as of yet, released official definitions of disability. 
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In some ASEAN Member States, some form of disability, emerging ones in particular, are not eligible 
for initiatives and benefits meant for persons with disabilities under national laws and policies. It could 
be a contradiction to the ‘leave no one behind’ principle espoused by the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 
Furthermore, implementation challenges continue to hound most ASEAN Member States, especially 
in providing accessible transportation, employment, and health care to persons with disabilities. 
According to ESCAP, there is no standard for accessibility in the region in terms of transportation and 
information. Access to education, too, needs to be improved as statistics show that “the number of 
children with disabilities attending secondary education drops by average of 52.7%” in the Asia-Pacific 
region. 
Conclusion
With the ASEAN’s region great socio-cultural, economic, and political diversity, the ASEAN Enabling 
Master Plan 2025 is aimed at aiding its Member States in integrating, improving, and reducing 
dif ferences in how disability is seen in the region, and hopefully leading to a cer tain level of 
standardization in approaching disability issues, without losing sight of the goal of upholding the rights 
of persons with diverse disabilities.
While great strides that have been done for disability issues in the ASEAN, many challenges and gaps 
remain. It is fortunate that all 10 Member States are supportive and committed to promoting the rights 
of persons with disabilities via numerous national legislations and policies, the challenge lies in actual 
implementation of said policies. The ASEAN Enabling Master Plan, made more ef fective with 
accountability provisions for all Member States, seeks to bridge these gaps especially in the areas of 
accessible employment, entrepreneurship and finances, as well as education, political participation, 
health, and public information services.  This early, the majority of ASEAN countries have expressed 
their support and commitment to the Master Plan, and are already reflecting certain provisions within 
their respective nations’ disability action plans and amendments to existing disability laws.
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